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Needed Now: A Joint Committee on the Budget 


by Hon. John L. McClellan 


U.S. Senator from Arkansas 


Q™ OF THE most serious problems confronting the nation today is the maintenance of 
national solvency in the face of ever-growing demands on the Federal government for 
programs and services, coupled with the necessity of meeting the national defense requirements 
of the cold war and the atomic age. Our 
‘ national expenditures budget has grown from 
$66 billion in fiscal year 1956 to $80.7 billion 
in 1961, and the probability of an $84.2 bil- 
lion expenditures budget for fiscal year 1962. 


Nor is the end in sight. The Congress is being bom- 


While the President is clearly authorized to propose, 
it is equally clear that the responsibility to dispose 
rests with the Congress. Of this there can be no doubt. 
In fact, one of the most important responsibilities 
which the Founding Fathers, in their wisdom, vested 


barded constantly by demands for new or expanded 
programs in social welfare, education, agriculture, 


in the Congress of the United States was the control 


over appropriations. 
Article I, Section 9, Clause 


housing and other fields. 


Breaking the fiscal year 
1962 expenditures requests 
down by functions, we find 
that $48 billion is requested 
for major national security; 
$2.8 billion for international 
affairs and finance; commerce, 
housing and space technology, 
$3.8 billion; agriculture and 
agricultural resources, $5.7 
billion; national resources, 
$2.1 billion; labor and wel- 
fare, $6 billion; veterans serv- 
ices and benefits, $5.3 billion; 
interest, $8.6 billion; and gen- 
eral government, $2 billion. 


This Issue In Brief 


Because Congress is not adequately 
equipped to carry out its “vital fiscal 
responsibilities,” says Senator McClellan 
in this Review, “many millions of dollars 
have been appropriated in excess of actual 
requirements.” The excesses, he says, have 
added to the large recurring deficits passed 
on to “already overburdened taxpayers.” 
If Congress is to discharge these responsi- 
bilities for spending public funds, “it must 
develop the necessary machinery as well as 
adequate procedures.” Senator McClellan 
proposes the establishment of a Joint Com- 
mittee on the Budget to serve as a “Con- 
gressional watchdog to do the work, obtain 
the facts and furnish the Congress with the 
information it needs to enable it to make 
cuts in appropriations where they can and 
should be made in the interest of govern- 
mental efficiency and economy.” 





7 of the Constitution of the 
United States provides, in 
part, that “No money shall be 
drawn from the Treasury but 
in consequence of appropria- 
tions made by law * * *.” 


From the formation of our 
government down to the pres- 
ent time, it has been clearly 
understood and accepted that 
this clause vested exclusively 
in the Congress the right to 
grant supplies of money to the 
various branches of the Fed- 
eral government, and to desig- 
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nate the purpose for which the money shall be used. 


Perhaps an examination of the magnitude of this 
responsibility, in terms of the work it entails, will 
serve further to demonstrate its tremendous impor- 
tance. Early in January of each year, the President 
submits the Federal budget to the Congress. It is 
usually a large document, running in excess of 1,000 
pages, representing a full year of work on the part 
of the agencies and departments of the government, 
as well as the Bureau of the Budget. The material 
contained in the Federal budget has been developed 
and assembled by a vast number of persons in the 
departments and agencies, reviewed and reorganized 
by each department and agency, and finally reviewed, 
revised and finalized by the Bureau of the Budget 
where some 450 persons are involved in the prep- 
aration and submission of the final document. In 
addition, in the Washington headquarters area alone, 
a total of some 2,000 persons in Executive Branch 
departments and agencies are involved in the prepara- 
tion of the budget each year. 


In addition to the Federal budget itself, a tre- 
mendous amount of detailed information is supplied 
in written form to the House and Senate Appropria- 
. tions Committees, and presented orally at hearings 
which last for several months and cover thousands 
of typed and printed pages. Finally, when the requests 
are reduced to the form of legislative proposals, there 
are usually between 12 and 15 appropriations bills 
running many pages and containing thousands of 
separate items. 


Over a period of 12 years, together with other 
members of Congress, I have been seriously concerned 
over the manner in which the Congress handles its 
appropriations responsibilities. As 1 have studied con- 
gressional procedures for handling appropriations, I 
have become convinced that there are serious defi- 
ciencies in these procedures; and it is absolutely vital 
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that we take steps immediately not only to remedy 
them but also to improve the surveillance exercised 
by the Congress over the expenditure of public funds. 


Both the Senate and House Appropriations Com- 
mittees perform their functions through subcommit- 
tees which deal with the appropriations requests of 
one or more departments and agencies. Hearings on 
budget requests are held by these subcommittees be- 
ginning sometime in January or early February and 
continue until their work is completed. Subcommittee 
recommendations are submitted to the full Appro- 
priations Committee in each House and final action 
is then taken by the respective committees. All along 
the line the procedure is duplicated in both Houses, 
in that following hearings by House subcommittees, 
identical hearings are held by Senate subcommittees, 
although in the Senate emphasis is often placed by 
departmental representatives on restoring items which 
were deleted by the House. 


Taxpayer Not Represented 


The usual procedure followed by the Appropria- 
tions Committees is for witnesses representing Execu- 
tive Branch departments and agencies to appear be- 
fore a subcommittee, usually accompanied by a corps 
of technical experts from that agency, as well as from 
the Bureau of the Budget. The entire proceeding is 
virtually ex parte in nature, and these witnesses repre- 
sent exclusively the point of view of the Executive 
Branch of the government. Since it is their duty, as 
Executive Branch officials, to support all of the budget 
items contained in the President’s budget, it becomes 
their function and responsibility to demonstrate, both 
by oral and written justifications, that the amounts 
requested are absolutely necessary. For the most part, 
these requests are supported by elaborate justifica- 
tions and exhibits, based upon extensive agency re- 
search and by the testimony of technical experts who 
have devoted many years to the fields in which they 
have been working. 


Unlike hearings on,.substantive legislation, where 
witnesses appear in support of or in opposition to 
pending bills, at appropriations hearings, testimony 
from the public, except on certain public works proj- 
ects, is rarely, if ever, received. In a great majority of 
the proceedings before the subcommittees, no wit- 
nesses are present to represent the taxpayer, and the 
only manner in which the public interest can receive 
the consideration and protection it deserves with 
respect to either the purpose for which the funds are 
sought or their need or adequacy, is through careful 
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scrutiny of the requests and justification by the few 
staff members who are assigned to handle each of the 
appropriation bills, and by members of the Appropria- 
tions Committees. Other members of Congress who 
do not serve on the Appropriations Committees must, 
and generally do, rely largely on the recommendations 
of these committees when final action on appropria- 
tions measures is taken on the floor of each House. 


Unfortunately, members of the Senate and House 
Appropriations Committees are so heavily burdened 
by other legislative duties and responsibilities that they 
are unable personally to give adequate attention to 
each budget item. Equally important, however, is the 
fact that they do not have adequate facilities to obtain 
the information necessary to enable them to. pass 
judgment on the necessity for the funds requested. 
Because the Congress is not adequately equipped to 
carry out its vital fiscal responsibilities, many millions 
of dollars have been appropriated in excess of actual 
requirements of the Federal government. These 
excesses have, in turn, added to the large recurring 
deficits which must be passed on to already over- 
burdened taxpayers. 


Examining the results of a survey made by the 
Committee on Government Operations on the activ- 
ities of the Senate in the 84th Congress, we found that, 
exclusive of sessions called for the purpose of marking 
up appropriations bills, the Senate Committee on 
Appropriations held some 300 open hearings con- 
suming approximately 825 hours. In addition, at least 
30 executive sessions were held to consider other 
matters pertaining to the functions of the committee, 
involving some 67 hours. In summary, the Senate 
Committee on Appropriations, in the 84th Congress, 
held a total of 330 meetings and consumed an esti- 
mated 900 hours on appropriations measures alone. 


As a further illustration of the tremendous work- 
load, the Senate Appropriations Committee, during 
the 84th Congress, had a regular standing subcommit- 
tee for each of the 12 major appropriations bills. Each 
member of the committee had a minimum of four sub- 
committee assignments, with some members serving 
on as many as six subcommittees. On many occasions 
there were two or three hearings in progress simul- 
taneously and members sometimes found it necessary 
to attend one hearing for a limited time and then to 
participate, insofar as time permitted, in other hear- 
ings of subcommittees on which they served. 


Aside from an overburdened staff, members of the 
Appropriations Committees are forced to rely upon 
two major sources of information: (1) the testimony 


of representatives of the Executive Branch who for- 
mulate the programs and present them in a light most 
favorable to their requests; and who tell us only as 
little or as much as they desire to disclose; and (2) 
information media, such as newspapers, periodicals, 
books, and radio and television programs. Of course, 
some members of Congress have additional sources of 
information, such as members of their own office 
staffs, interested groups, confidential informers or 
reliable friends who work in Executive Branch agen- 
cies. 


This picture raises dramatically, in my judgment, 
the question of whether this is the way for the Con- 
gress of the United States to obtain information neces- 
sary to enable it to formulate the considered judgment 
which is its constitutional responsibility and which is 
so vital if it is to carry out its obligation to the Ameri- 
can people. 


Must Develop Machinery 


The answer to the question is clearly and emphatic- 
ally “no.” It is not the way. If the Congress is to dis- 
charge its responsibilities with respect to the expendi- 
ture of public funds, it must develop the necessary 
machinery as well as adequate procedures. Only then 
will the Congress have the facts and background 
information necessary to enable it to act judiciously 
on request for funds from Executive Branch agencies 
and departments. This machinery must be designed so 
as to enable the Congress to analyze more thoroughly 
and screen more effectively spending requests. 


I propose to accomplish this vital objective by the 
establishment of a Joint Committee on the Budget, 
composed of an equal number of members from the 
Senate and House Appropriations Committee, staffed 
on a non-political basis by outstanding experts and 
technicians. Such a Joint Committee would provide 
the Appropriations Committees with the same kind 
of expert staff facilities and technical information as 
the Bureau of the Budget provides for the Executive 
Branch. 


Ample precedent for this proposal is found in the 
Joint Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation, 
established by the Congress more than 30 years ago, 
which is composed of members of the Ways and 
Means Committee of the House and the Finance Com- 
mittee of the Senate. These committees work together 
through this joint committee, using a trained, technical 
staff to enable it to obtain the facts and information 
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needed for tax legislation. It seems obvious that it is 
just as important that the Appropriations Commit- 
tees, which must pass on the expenditures of public 
funds, work together cooperatively through a joint 
committee with a trained professional staff to safe- 
guard the revenues raised by taxation. 


The proposed Joint Committee on the Budget 
would be required to inform itself with respect to all 
aspects of the annual budget of the departments and 
agencies of the Government, to examine all expendi- 
ture reports, and to investigate the details of Federal 
operations. Assisted by a non-political staff of tech- 
nical experts, the Joint Committee’s functions would 
include, on a year-round basis, analyses of and reports 
on the details of program operations, a review of the 
administration of authorized programs and functions, 
and the compilation of data on agency activities and 
their conformity to or deviation from legislative 
authority. Although this information would be pri- 
marily for the use of the Appropriations Committees, 
it would be available to all other committees and to 
all members of Congress. 


W ould Be ‘Watchdog’ 


The Joint Committee would also be required to 
utilize fully information emanating from the Joint 
Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation, to consider 
the President’s messages on the state of the Union and 
the Economic Report, and from all other sources as 
to estimated revenues and changing economic condi- 
tions, in order that a well-considered fiscal program 
may be devised to hold expenditures to a minimum in 
relation to anticipated Federal revenues. In addition, 
it would have investigative powers, and would be 
authorized to report on and recommend appropriate 
legislative changes to standing committees in order to 
eliminate wasteful practices, correct deviations from 
programs authorized by Congress, and effect cutbacks 
in such programs when consistent with essential 
requirements of government and the national secu- 
rity. 


In other words, this joint committee and its staff 
would work continuously, analyzing and screening the 
budget, checking on department and agency expendi- 
tures and determining where waste and extravagance 
exist, so that appropriations for succeeding years may 

_be reduced or denied entirely where such action is 
warranted, It would serve as a congressional watchdog 
to do the work, obtain the facts and furnish the Con- 
gress with the information it needs to enable it to make 
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cuts in appropriations where they can and should be 
made in the interest of governmental efficiency and 


economy. 


The proposal to create a Joint Committee on the 
Budget has been studied carefully for more than 10 
years by the Senate Committee on Government Oper- 
ations, on which it is my privilege to serve as Chair- 
man. During the 82nd, 83rd, 84th and 85th Con- 
gresses, the measure was approved by the Senate, the 
last three times without dissent. Unfortunately, the 
House of Representatives has not seen fit to take 
favorable action. I have re-introduced the bill in the 
87th Congress (S. 529), together with 66 other 
Senators, and we are hopeful that a majority of mem- 
bers of the House of Representatives will support it. 
Because of the continuing interest in the financial 
procedures of the Federal government, in general, and 
in this proposal in particular, at my direction, the staff 
of the Committee on Government Operations has pre- 
pared a comprehensive study and analysis of existing 
and proposed legislation relative to fiscal manage- 
ment, published in the 87th Congress as Senate Docu- 
ment No. 11, “Financial Management in the Federal 
Government.” Readers who are interested in further 
particulars concerning the joint committee proposal 
will find in that document a complete legislative his- 
tory of the proposal, as well as an analysis of its back- 
ground and major provisions. 


Based upon my many years of study and considera- 
tion, it is my firm and sincere conviction that the 
establishment of a Joint Committee on the Budget, 
clothed with the authority and duties I have proposed, 
and staffed with non-political experts and technicians, 
will equip the Congress with adequate machinery to 
enable it to carry out its constitutional responsibilities. 
it will enable the Legislative Branch to examine care- 
fully every item of proposed expenditure so that 
appropriations may be limited to no more than is actu- 
ally required to provide the funds which are essential 
to the successful operation of the government. 


I am firmly convinced that the adoption of this 
measure will do much to remedy existing deficiencies 
in procedures relative to the appropriation and 
expenditure of public funds, and that it constitutes a 
positive approach to the elimination of extravagance. 
waste and needless or excessive appropriations. 
Finally, I believe that in the face of ever-mounting 
spending pressures and ever-increasing budgets, it is 
essential to the welfare of the nation that this proposal 
be enacted into law without delay. 
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